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The	  Mail-­‐Order	  Catalog	  
	  
q  The	  Sears,	  Roebuck	  and	  Co.	  biannual	  mail-­‐order	  
catalog	  brought	  a	  full	  service	  department	  store	  to	  
more	  than	  12	  million	  homes	  in	  the	  United	  States	  
by	  the	  middle	  of	  the	  twenEeth	  century.	  
q  Over	  one	  third	  of	  those	  households	  were	  rural,	  
and	  the	  primary	  purchasers	  of	  mail-­‐order	  items	  
were	  women.	  
q  The	  catalogs,	  hundreds	  of	  pages	  long,	  carried	  a	  
wide	  range	  of	  items	  oﬀered	  with	  “saEsfacEon	  
guaranteed.”	  
	  
q  Since	  its	  introducEon	  in	  1896,	  Sears	  (later	  Sears,	  
Roebuck	  and	  Co.)	  featured	  books	  and	  magazines	  
in	  its	  catalog.	  It	  also	  oﬀered	  specially	  designed	  
shelves	  and	  other	  furniture	  to	  display	  home	  
libraries	  developed	  from	  catalog	  selecEons	  –	  sets	  
and	  individual	  volumes.	  
The	  Sears,	  Roebuck	  Co	  
	  
q The	  Sears,	  Roebuck	  Co.	  was	  a	  ubiquitous	  and	  
important	  presence	  in	  American	  homes	  in	  
the	  middle	  of	  the	  20th	  century.	  It	  made	  
merchandise	  –	  pracEcal	  and	  desirable	  –	  
widely	  available	  through	  its	  mail-­‐order	  
business	  reaching	  both	  rural	  and	  urban	  
customers.	  
q Company	  markeEng	  copy	  suggests	  an	  
ideological	  and	  aestheEc	  padern	  promoEng	  
savings,	  value,	  trustworthiness,	  and	  choice	  
with	  an	  eye	  toward	  consumer	  buy-­‐in	  and	  
saEsfacEon	  for	  all	  things	  Sears.	  
	  
q  InformaEon	  from	  the	  company	  annual	  
report	  for	  ﬁscal	  year	  1940-­‐1941	  
demonstrates	  its	  size	  and	  reach:	  
	  
595	  retail	  stores	  in	  47	  states	  
10	  mail	  order	  fulﬁllment	  plants	  
181	  mail	  order	  outlets	  (places	  to	  pick	  up	  
orders)	  
65,000	  employees	  
55,000	  stockholders	  
12,000,000	  “families	  of	  mail	  order	  
customers”	  
$171,888,244	  “working	  capital”	  (assets	  less	  
liabiliEes)	  
$323,808,083	  total	  budget	  
	  
q The	  numbers	  for	  the	  years	  leading	  up	  to	  the	  
launch	  of	  the	  Peoples	  Book	  Club	  in	  1943	  
show	  steady	  growth.	  By	  1944,	  the	  total	  
number	  of	  mail	  order	  outlets	  grew	  to	  266	  
and	  net	  sales	  reached	  $988,770,171.	  
Sources,	  method,	  research	  ques&ons	  
q This	  study	  began	  with	  the	  historic	  Sears	  mail-­‐order	  
catalogs	  held	  in	  the	  collecEons	  at	  the	  University	  of	  
Illinois	  Library.	  The	  monthly	  mailers	  were	  found	  and	  
purchased	  on	  e-­‐bay.	  The	  Sears	  corporate	  archives	  
proved	  especially	  rich	  and	  there	  is	  much	  more	  to	  
mine	  thanks	  to	  the	  generous	  help	  from	  its	  archivist.	  
q The	  conceptual	  frameworks	  informing	  my	  analysis	  
include	  the	  	  work	  of	  Janice	  Radway,	  Jean	  Preer,	  Joan	  
Shelley	  Rubin,	  and	  Donald	  E.	  Strout	  on	  book	  clubs,	  
reading,	  and	  publishing	  in	  the	  mid-­‐20th	  century.	  	  
q The	  poliEcal	  economy	  of	  informaEon	  	  grounds	  how	  I	  
place	  the	  example	  of	  Sears’	  book	  club	  in	  a	  broader	  
interpretaEon	  of	  the	  shih	  from	  a	  producer	  to	  a	  
consumer	  culture	  in	  the	  mid-­‐20th	  century	  US.	  
The	  Peoples	  Book	  Club	  
q The	  club	  was	  launched	  in	  the	  fall/winter	  issue	  of	  the	  mail-­‐order	  catalog	  for	  1943	  with	  
full-­‐page	  color	  ads	  and	  prepaid	  reply	  cards	  to	  facilitate	  subscripEons.	  These	  ads	  
emphasized	  that	  each	  member	  had	  the	  “freedom	  to	  pick	  and	  choose.”	  That	  freedom	  was	  
constructed	  within	  a	  very	  carefully	  prescribed	  universe	  based	  on	  “scienEﬁc”	  analysis	  of	  an	  
extensive	  body	  of	  company	  records	  on	  mail-­‐order	  customer	  behavior.	  	  It	  was	  also	  
reinforced	  and	  exploited	  by	  the	  company	  in	  both	  its	  choice	  of	  name	  for	  the	  book	  club,	  
membership	  recruitment,	  markeEng,	  and	  the	  manner	  in	  which	  members	  were	  engaged	  in	  
the	  selecEon	  process.	  
q The	  infrastructure	  behind	  the	  project	  was	  elaborate	  and	  a	  model	  of	  verEcal	  integraEon.	  	  
The	  company	  not	  only	  marketed	  and	  distributed	  the	  books	  it	  sold	  but	  also	  established	  a	  
publishing	  house	  in	  Chicago	  to	  design	  and	  print	  these	  special	  ediEons	  and	  to	  design	  and	  
print	  the	  Peoples	  Book	  Club’s	  monthly	  catalog,	  The	  Peoples	  Choice.	  The	  catalog	  included	  
book	  selecEons	  for	  the	  month	  and	  a	  short	  backlist,	  interviews	  with	  featured	  authors,	  and	  
excerpts	  of	  leders	  from	  readers/members.	  
q In	  contrast	  to	  other	  mail	  order	  book	  clubs,	  the	  Peoples	  Book	  Club	  boasted	  that	  it	  relied	  
on	  the	  reading	  preferences	  of	  members	  in	  the	  selecEon	  of	  monthly	  reading	  choices.	  It	  
employed	  the	  services	  of	  George	  Gallup’s	  American	  InsEtute	  of	  Public	  Opinion	  to	  
develop,	  administer,	  and	  analyze	  member	  surveys	  to	  gauge	  readers’	  interest	  in	  a	  
“scienEﬁc”	  manner	  in	  order	  to	  establish	  the	  worthiness	  of	  each	  book.	  
q Company	  records	  suggest	  that	  membership	  reached	  350,000	  in	  the	  late	  1940s	  and	  
more	  than	  2	  million	  books	  were	  sold	  to	  members	  by	  1947.	  
